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Abstract 
The article focuses on issues of the development of professional identity of English teachers-to-be in Latvia. This development is 
an ongoing process which starts during teacher education. The article aims to examine emerging professional identity and how 
reflective self-evaluation during teacher’s practice done with the help of reflective activities facilitates professional development 
of student teachers. Specific attention is paid to the self-reflection on teacher’s practice experiences done with the help of the 
EPOSTL. It is also concerned with the ways how university can improve student’s awareness of their identity. The conducted 
case study involved questionnaire, content analysis of reflective essays. 66 prospective teachers participated in the research. The 
data obtained during the research proved the crucial role of teaching practice and reflective activities in the study process of 
teacher education.  
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1. Introduction 
Forming a professional identity is a complex and long process which is full of challenges and problems. This 
process takes place in a culturally specific context. Many factors are involved – personal, social, cultural, political, 
professional, global etc. In Latvian context it is also challenged by the rather low prestige of teaching profession in 
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society. Geske, Kiris, Kozlovska, Ozola, Reþs, & SpridzƗne (2015) mention that only 1 % of parents want their 
children to become teachers. The reasons of this are the low salary, professional stress associated with teaching. 
Mass media is full of stories about student teachers who are not motivated to work at schools and discuses young 
teacher’s struggles at schools e.g. research conducted by State Education Quality Service of Latvia (2013) states that 
one third of student teachers are not interested in either studies or prospects of working at school. This might reduce 
young people’s wish to enter the profession. Fortunately, there are many students who decide to become teachers. 
Another peculiarity of Latvian context is that many students combine studies at university with work – also work at 
schools. Therefore, this study aims to explore how student teachers’ identity development can be supported during 
pre-service teacher education, especially during teaching practice as many researchers (Chong 2011, Alsup 2005) 
have stated that though the process of professional identity formation iv very personal, universities can play a crucial 
role. Therefore, this article aims to examine emerging professional identity and how reflective self-evaluation during 
teacher’s practice done with the help of the EPOSTL facilitates professional development of student teachers. The 
article also outlines ways how university can encourage development and improvement of student teachers’ 
awareness of their professional identity.  
2. Theoretical Background 
Emergence and development of one’s professional identity is a long, continuous and ongoing process which 
happens in contextual settings. LƗce (2014) claims that professional identity is based on three components – 
awareness of one’s personality as a representative of a certain profession. Another important factor is searching for 
meaning in the respective profession which leads to the third component which is professional ambitions one has. 
Previous and current experiences play a great role into forming beliefs, professional images, knowledge and skills. It 
can all be developed and challenged during university studies as well as respective field practice. Moreover, Van 
Huizen, Van Oers &Wubbels (2005) claim that  
 
“from the Vygostkian perspective, the overall aim of a teacher education program is best conceived as the 
development of professional identity’.  
 
Thus pre-service teacher education should provide meaningful contextualised support through guided reflection to 
facilitate this development. A teacher with a strong and positive professional identity will be an effective teacher 
who will be self-directed to acquire knowledge and skills necessary for teaching throughout their life. Lifelong 
learning has become the necessity to be an effective teacher.  
 There is no unified definition definition of the concept professional identity. Discussing the challenges of 
defining the concept of teacher’s professional identity, Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop (2004) state that  
 
“professional identity as an ongoing process of integration of the ‘personal’ and the ‘professional’ sides of 
becoming and being a teacher.’  
 
They stress the combination of personal and professional aspects which should be challenged throughout 
university studies. Chang-Kredl, Kingsley (2014) also emphasise the dynamic nature of professional identity; it is a 
continuous process in which identity is formed, built, and shaped. Positive professional identity is very important as 
it might help students cope with critical moments of their career. Dillabough (1999) also points out that profession 
identity is not fixed but is formed through interpretations, ascribing meaning and everyday practice in various 
contexts. This only highlights the importance of learning and reflection as significant attributes of a modern 21st 
century teacher.  
Student teachers start perceiving themselves as teachers, they might and should be encouraged to analyse factors 
that constitute these perceptions. Student teachers start to identify themselves as teachers through process of 
learning. OdiƼa, Mikelsone, &Grigule (2014) claim that this process requires self-categorisation and identification. 
Three important questions need to be considered to facilitate successful development and change of professional 
identity. Student teachers should gain understanding of what they are, what they are not and who they would like to 
be. Conceptualising of themselves as representatives of teacher’s profession leads to awareness and clarifying 
531 Ilze Ivanova and Rita Skara-Mincāne /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  232 ( 2016 )  529 – 536 
professional goals and ambitions. Thus learning in fact is the process of identity formation. Chong (2011) assures 
that though student teachers’ identity is personal but university studies can make a difference as students make a 
transition from perceiving themselves and being students to teachers. Thus professional identity emerges and 
undergoes transformations. Professional field experience bridges the gap between theoretical and academic 
knowledge to the realities of teaching.  
 
Positive professional image is necessary to ensure successful experiences. This can be conducted in multiple ways 
during study process by introducing innovative courses on learning environment, teacher’s well-being, sustainability 
and professional identity and applying student-centred methods. It can also be ensured by the help of the available 
scholarships and grants e.g. Erasmus+, NordPlus, various international projects (like EFUESTE – Effective Use of 
the EPOSTL by Student Teachers of English) that might encourage students’ professional confidence. Another 
important aspect of increasing the sense of belonging to the profession is student teachers’ conferences, research 
work, and communication with peers. During studies reflection should be encouraged by offering students 
assignments for the development of professional and personal growth. The European Portfolio of Student Teachers 
of Languages (EPOSTL) can be applied to facilitate guided reflection on professional issues.  
 
Pre-service teacher education is the crucial time when many students are confronted with the classroom realities 
for the first time. They enter teacher education with their previous experience as learners at schools. Many studies 
show (Chang-Kredl, & Kingsley (2014)) that the beliefs gained before university form their understanding of what 
good teaching and what an effective teacher is. This perception is often challenged throughout initial teacher 
education. An important source of developing professional identity is teaching practice. It is the first time they are 
given the responsibilities of a teacher and can feel the atmosphere. It provides authentic observation and teaching 
experience and gives students opportunities to apply the gained knowledge in real-life situations. According to 
Beijaard, Meijer, & Verloop (2004) and Korkko, Kyro-Ammala, & Turunen, (2016), students have various sub-
identities – the actual identity shows who the student teacher is, the ideal identity encompasses hopes and goals, 
while the norm identity reveals what kind of teacher one should be. These identities are harmonized and often show 
the reasons students have entered studies. Thus guided reflection can be used to help students become aware and 
facilitate their further improvement.  
 
At the Faculty of Education, Psychology and Art, the University of Latvia student teachers of English have an 
opportunity to do four teaching practice periods, the main aim of which is to bridge the gap between theory and 
practice giving students opportunity to develop and improve their professional competence. The 39 ECTS one 
should obtain are distributed among 4 teaching practice course: 
x Teacher’s Practice I. 6 ECTS are awarded. This is observation practice the aim of which is to give students the 
possibility to get acquainted with educational institutions and teaching and learning process as part of educational 
system. During this practice, students can prepare for the acquisition of the professional methodology courses. 
Students spend 4 weeks at schools observing, filling a reflective diary. 
x Teacher’s Practice II. 9 ECTS are awarded upon successful completion of the course. This is class teacher’s 
practice the aim of which is to give students the possibility to get to know class teacher’s work, subject teacher’s 
work in the chosen specialty and the system of out-of-class work in an educational institution. Students spend 6 
weeks at school in the role of class teacher’s assistant, build relationships with learners and work in teams to 
plan, conduct and reflect on English lessons.  
x Teacher’s Practice III. 12 ECTS are awarded. Students whose second chosen specialty is English language 
teacher spend 8 weeks at school. Student teachers of English teach their minor subject. The aim of this practice is 
to give students the possibility to develop their professional competence. During this practice, students improve 
didactic and autonomous skills to plan, organise, conduct teaching and learning process of various age group 
students, as well as assessment in the chosen school subjects. Students develop their competence to apply 
appropriate and various multiple teaching methods and technologies, as well as use and create teaching materials 
and tests and evaluate their work and plan for improvement. Teacher's Practice fosters students' understanding of 
topical education issues and readiness to contribute to the development of sustainable community. 
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x Teacher’s Practice IV – 12 ECTS. The aim of this practice is the improvement of teacher’s professional 
competence in the corresponding specialisation subject/s. During the 8 weeks spent teaching at school students 
independently plan, organise and analyse teaching/learning process in English lessons. They also select 
teaching/learning methods, techniques and aids as well as assess students’ achievements applying varied 
assessment types. They should evaluate the results of their own work and plan professional development. 
Another important aspect of this practice is conducting 
Students work under supervision of an experienced qualified mentor at school. The mentors have to finish 
courses which include 72-hour mentoring practice and reflection. Thus support system is being formed. Students are 
required to fill practice diary. The EPOSTL is used to encourage guided and meaningful reflection. During each 
practice period student come to the university to participate in practice seminars where pending issues are clarified 
and students share their practice experience.  
3. Research and discussion 
The research was conducted in autumn semester in 2016 at the Faculty of Education, Psychology and Art. The 
research sample consisted of 66 student teachers 58 of whom were female and 10 – male. Students are in different 
semesters of their pre-service education, all of them have had at least one practice course. The youngest participant 
was 20 and the oldest – 45.  The aim of the research was to examine how teaching practice and reflective activities 
influence the formation of student teachers’ professional identity. The methods applied were questionnaire and 
content analysis of reflective essays.  
 
The study focuses on three research questions were: 
1) What had been the biggest influences of student teachers’ entering education studies? 
2) What characteristics did their professional identity have?  
3) How had university studies and practice influenced their professional identity? 
 
From the 66 students, 58 admitted that they already had a sense of being a representative of a certain profession. 
When asked to specify what profession they associated themselves with, 50 students revealed they felt themselves as 
teachers. Other professions mentioned included – a skiing instructor, a gardener, a chef, a cartoonist, a artist, a 
translator-interpreter, a civil servant. This shows that students have a wish to be teachers and majority of them have 
already formed basis of teacher’s professional identity. However, though only 5 students admitted they did not feel 
themselves as representatives of any profession, this should be taken into account as probably these students would 
struggle in their studies. It might lead to lack of motivation.  
 
Asked to specify when this sense of belonging emerged, students gave various answers see. Fig. 1. (Table 1) 
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Figure 1. Emergence of the Sense of Belonging to the Teacher s Profession 
         
As Figure 1 shows, almost half of the respondents (22) entered the University because they already identified 
themselves as teachers. Their choice of study programme was conscious and wise. However, an implication that the 
previous experiences might interfere in accepting new ideas thus the transformation and further development of this 
identity might be challenging. The responses also highlight the importance of University contribution as 30 students 
have admitted that their feeling of professional idenity emerged during studies, practice or when they starte to work 
which usually happens during pre-service eduction. It is crucial to support students so that this idenity is developing 
and gradually becoming sutainable.  
 
Factors which influence student teachers’ choice of the study programme were clarified see Fig. Pinar (2012) 
argues that the subjective experience students have influenced their development of professional identity. Previous 
experience is a motivating factor in attracting young people to the profession. The obtained findings revealed 
intrinsic factors (as classified by Bastick (2000) – interest, willingness to prove oneself as the main driving force 
behind their choice. Student teachers also mentioned their teachers, parents and other family members as notable 
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Figure 2. Factors Influencing Choice of the Study Programme 
 
To further examine what professional identity students had formed, they were asked to mention three 
characteristics of their personality that they considered relevant to their profession i.e. being a teacher. The 
enumerated traits show not only their previous experiences – their teachers being role models and their 
understanding of what a good teacher is, but also what they consider important for an effective teacher.  
 
It should be noted that during their initial teacher education, students are more focused on themselves as teachers; 
they still do not estimate professional skills as being relevant. Majority of students mentioned patience as the most 
significant trait of character, see Fig. 3. Other important qualities were being communicative, kind, strict, helpful. 
The students are more concerned with building relationships and surviving teaching than analyzing and improving 
professional competence. Therefore, reflection and analysis during teaching is so important to give them opportunity 
to develop further, form a more student centered understanding and identity. It also highlights the importance of the 
support system to ensure improvement of professional competence.  
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University contribution was examined in order to find the most effective ways to encourage more sustainable 
development of student teachers’ professional identity. As seen in Fig 4., experience gained during teaching practice 
is a major factor influencing the development of student teachers’ professional identity. Practice seminars, on the 
other hand, are not highly evaluated. When asked to specify their choices, students wrote that they did not 
understand the usefulness of sharing experiences as they were quite similar. They also admitted that they found 
reflection a waste of their time. Thus students demonstrate that extrinsic factors are dominant as they are more 
‘takers’ than ‘givers’. Practice seminars were considered to be efficient if they could get new ideas, new teaching 
materials. It also shows that reflection should be more guided and its usefulness should be discussed with students so 
that they see the benefit of reflecting and analysis their experience. Reflection, discussions and counseling are parts 
of the support system offered to student teachers.  
 
The EPOSTL was a mandatory component of teaching practice portfolio. Student teachers had to fill it and their 
choices were discussed in Practice seminars. Though students admit that it was a useful experience, twenty 
respondents did not see any benefit in filling the portfolio. They wrote that they had done it because it was 
mandatory and probably did not put much thought in filling the descriptors. It can be concluded that reflection 
should be encouraged more and the reflection based on the EPOSTL should be clarified. Furthermore, more specific 




Figure 4. University Contribution to the Development of Professional Identity 
 
Students’ reflective essays written after teaching practice were analysed to examine teacher stories that detailed their 
experiences and feeling of being teachers. The described critical incidents, teaching metaphors and main conclusions 
demonstrate their understanding of the meaning of being a teacher.  
 
In essays some students were concerned with didactic skills necessary to teachers that they have become aware of 
and have found useful e. g. Alina wrote ‘I can use various methods in my lessons’, while Endija admitted: ‘I can 
make worksheets to make lessons interesting’ Aiga was sure that ‘I can use only English in my lessons’ and ‘One 
plan does not accommodate the needs of all students’. KristƯne was proud that she had used various methods – 
running dictation, and drama techniques. DiƗna was concerned with her further development ‘I need to consider how 
to use dictionaries more effectively’. These are a few extracts which show that novice teachers had begun to 
consider themselves as didactic experts. Their sense of identity develops from being concerned with feelings and 
emotions to a more profession oriented understanding. Another example revealing a more didactic approach to 
perceiving oneself as a teacher can be seen in Paula’s statement: ‘I promoted the students’ self-assessment using 
progress plan every lesson.’  
 








TeachingPractice Practiceseminars EPOSTL Studycourses
Stronglyagree Agree Partiallyagree Disagree
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practice was positive and trustworthy relationship with pupils’ show that building good relationships are crucial to 
success of teaching practice and also sustainability of positive professional identity.  
As to the main conclusions on how they see themselves as teachers, Faruhs wrote that he was a creative teacher. 
Arturs was happy that he had gained actual proof that ‘I can teach something’. Alina has understood that a teacher is 
‘a friend, counsellor, manager, assistant, director. Another metaphor which illustrates their experience is Arta’s 
description: ‘I was in the battlefield with 32 children in small organised almost military like groups.’ Though this 
self-evaluation might be too subjective, it gives them an opportunity to analyse themselves as teachers.  
  
Thus it can be seen how the gained experiences during teaching practice support identity awareness. Practice is also 
crucial part of becoming confident and developing teacher’s self-efficacy.  
4. Conclusions 
x Students admit they have as sense of belonging to the profession.  
x Their professional identity is greatly based on their previous professional and personal experiences. 
x Studying at university is a crucial time when student teachers’ professional identity emerges and its development 
should be encouraged.   
x Teaching practice is the first time when students feel themselves as teachers, thus support system should be 
established and implemented.  
x Teaching experience is made meaningful by reflective activities, the benefit of which should be discussed with 
students.   
x The EPOSTL is one of the tools of the support system offered to students, but there is a great necessity for 
guidelines how to integrate it successfully in teaching practice.  
x During teaching practice, not only professional, but also personal development takes place.  
x Students’ experiences are mainly focused on their emotions, and classroom instruction. 
x Student teachers schooling experiences play a great role which should be challenged. 
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